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TO:  Distribution 
 
FROM: Q/Associate Administrator for Safety and Mission Assurance  

AE/Chief Engineer 
 
SUBJECT:  Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 
 
 
This memo provides the results of a joint engineering and safety effort to establish common 
terminology in NASA to facilitate improved communication and understanding of RCA.   
RCA is a structured evaluation method that identifies the root causes of an undesired outcome 
and the actions adequate to prevent recurrence.   
 
The Agency has adopted this definition for RCA and other revised definitions for root cause 
and related terms to ensure that when teams say that they have reached a “root cause,” they 
have completed detailed evaluations, identified all relevant organizational factors, and/or 
exhausted all data.  These definitions are applicable to both engineering and safety teams that 
are using RCA to evaluate problems or mishaps. 
 
Enclosure 1 provides a summary of the new definitions.  Enclosure 2 lists sources of additional 
information that provide an overview of RCA. 
 
Please distribute these definitions and the overview to your engineering and safety 
communities and encourage the immediate adoption of these terms.  We will work to include 
them in appropriate NASA Policy Directives (NPD’s) and Procedures and Guidelines (NPG’s) 
as soon as possible.  Together we can strengthen “One NASA” through this adoption of a 
common language. 
 
 
 
 
________________________    _______________________ 
Bryan O’Connor      Theron M. Bradley 
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ARC/200-1/S. Hubbard 
DFRC/2004/K. Petersen 
GRC/3-2/D. Campbell 
GSFC/300/A. Diaz 
JPL/180-904/C. Elachi 
JSC/AA/J. Howell, Jr. 
KSC/AA/J. Kennedy 
LaRC/106/R. Bridges 
MSFC/DA01/D. King 
SSC/AA00/M. Rudolphi (Acting) 
 
cc: 
ARC/200-1/R. Johnson 
ARC/218-6/L. Doty 
DFRC/2128/L. Davis 
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GSFC/300/R. Day 
GSFC/300/W. Denoon 
JPL/156-225/M. Landano 
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JSC/AG2/L. Graham 
JSC/NA/Y. Marshall 
KSC/QA/O. Toledo 
LaRC/287/M. Gilbert 
LaRC/421/A. Phillips 
MSFC/QS01/A. Goodson 
MSFC/VS10/D. Thomas 
SSC/QS/M. Smiles 
SSC/VA01/F. Douglas 
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